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Baltimore and the French Atlantic: Empires, Commerce, and Identity in a Revolutionary Age, 1783-1798
Manuel Covo
In the aftermath of American independence, what kind of commercial relationships could exist between the French colonial empire and its new ally in the Americas -the United States? This question breaks away from traditional diplomatic history, which tends to regard the US and France as the nation-states they would become in the nineteenth century. Indeed, analysis of the connections between these revolutionary countries has almost always been presented within national frameworks. The US, however, was a vulnerable state entangled with European rivalries in the Caribbean, the economic engine of the time, in which French stakes were particularly high. After 1763 the French Empire mattered mostly thanks to the economic power of Saint-Domingue (now Haiti), whose sugar and coffee production led the world. But Saint-Domingue was no isolated colony. It was part and parcel of a truly French imperial project involving different areas, including the North American continent. In this perspective, what could be the interaction between the US, which was emerging as a postcolonial independent state, and a colonial empire centred around the Caribbean? 1 To answer this question, we need not analyse the 1783 Paris conference again; it is also useless to examine Jefferson or Madison's correspondence, or to recount Toussaint Louverture's rise to power in Saint-Domingue. Instead, this problem can be understood through a different lens, an Atlantic lens -which underscores transnational circulations that were not determined by the so-called centres, but which happened at the so-called peripheries. To do so, this chapter focuses on a place which, at first sight, could seem counter-intuitive: Baltimore. On the one hand, this Maryland port city had been very much part of the North American colonial experience since its early days, but on the other, at the end of the eighteenth century it became the premier US port-of-entry for Caribbean commodities, making it a northern confine of a circum-Caribbean region.
Traditional historiography has tended to obscure this last point. Indeed, most of the local history of Baltimore connects it to the national destiny of the US. What drove most of those publications was a desire to understand how and to what extent Baltimore participated in the growth of the US as a nation. In that respect, Richard Smith Chew's recent dissertation defined the history of Baltimore in the Early Republic as one of transition from postcolonial dependence to national independence; from an Atlantic economy dominated by British commerce and credit to a domestic economy turned to the West and manufacturing. Chew complicated the usual trajectory (from colony to nation) by introducing the idea of an American postcoloniality. Even so, however, the nation still looms large.
2
By breaking away from usual notions of territorial sovereignty we can change the point of view. What if Baltimore had not been a crucial location of the French Atlantic and the French Caribbean at the end of the eighteenth century? The hypothesis invites reflection on non-territorial polities which could transcend national boundaries, like diaspora. This also questions the specificity of a port-city that was not always the mirror of a 'national fate'. As Mark Peterson convincingly argues, 'individual British North American cities often had more features in common with their competitors and counterparts in the greater Atlantic world than they shared with their fellow cities in the "thirteen colonies".' That this statement could be extended to post-Independence US is a useful starting point to understand the complexity of diverse urban paths.
3
During the revolutionary decades, flows of goods, the migration of people, and the circulation of ideas connected Baltimore to the French Atlantic, and integrated the North American port to a network of other nodal locations in the Caribbean. Although Baltimore was a less obvious candidate than Charleston, Philadelphia, or even Boston, the city found itself at the juncture of French imperial endeavours, merchant networks, and developing nation-states. First, this chapter will demonstrate that Versailles had its own colonial project towards the US during and after the revolutionary war. It will then explain why most of those global schemes had a completely unexpected local impact on Baltimore. Indeed, the French-Haitian Revolution and maritime war between France and Britain created tensions that tore Baltimore between imperial, national, and Caribbean forces.
